Richardson's) 1910 novel The Getting of Wisdom, a character eschews the 'continual discipline' of the classroom as either student or teacher and declares her intention 'to be a writer.' 1 Presented here as oppositions-the space of the school is one of regulation and correction where the life of the writer holds the promise of liberation-these two positions are far more intimately and tensely bound throughout the novel than this closing binary would suggest. Indeed, as the novel's plot traces the school days of its protagonist, Laura Rambotham, its form adopts (but quickly throws off) the constricting conventions of the sentimental school story. The complex intertextuality of Richardson's writing thus mirrors Laura's subjection to-and ultimate freedom from-the disapproving, disciplining gaze of her peers. In taking up motifs and plot points from domestic fictions and school stories only to reject them in favour of the Künstlerroman, Richardson also rejects the didactic role of sentimental literature itself. 2
commentators of the time. I argue that in boarding school novels such as Richardson's, discipline functions laterally, between peers, in ways that often reiterate the vertical authority of parents and teachers but also contest it, moving into the space created by its failures or absences. This representation of relations between girls has its closest analogue in very contemporary, 'postfeminist' accounts of 'relational aggression' within 'girl culture'; 4 I draw on such accounts here to argue that this form of discipline-where girls' behaviour is shaped through the granting and withholding of friendship-has a much longer history than the last two decades of scholarship would suggest, including a history of critique in the form of texts like Richardson's. For all that Laura seeks identification with her fellow pupils, she continually side-steps the full force of their disciplinary actions; these 'swerves' disrupt the linear operations of socialization by teachers or peers. Laura's incorrigible 'willfulness,' to use Sara Ahmed's term, her ability to disrupt, in spite of herself, her own forward movement to social and academic success, and to womanhood, is thus not the failing that Laura feels it to be throughout her time at the College but is what enables her realization as a Modernist subject, with all the rich sense of interiority and selfawareness that such a designation entails. 5 The Getting of Wisdom: Context and Reception History 4 For a definition of 'indirect' or 'relational aggression' among girls as the 'use of relationships to hurt and psychologically injure those they are close to' and an account of the recent surge in feminist scholarship on the topic see Jessica Ringrose, Postfeminist Education? Girls and the Sexual Politics of Schooling (London: Routledge, 2013), pp. 28-31. 5 Ahmed notes of the 'swerve' that the 'swerve is just enough not to travel straightly; not to stay on course. Oh the potential of this not!' (original emphasis). Sara Ahmed, Willful Subjects (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, 2014), p. 9.
'modern' school for girls in Australia, notable for its adoption of a curriculum modelled on that offered by English Public Schools for boys-including classical languages and mathematics-and for the fact that its students were entered for public examinations with a view to attendance at university. It did, however, also teach 'accomplishments' such as music and dance, promoting itself on the basis that it was producing 'ladies' rather than 'academic swats.' 11 Marjorie Theobald describes the school's cultivation of an educational 'mystique': 'physically imposing, self-consciously pioneering and ambitious [PLC promoted] itself as an icon of female education in a way the ladies' academies and convent ladies' schools had never done.' 12 Its move towards a more public-facing curriculum was signified by the appointment of a male principal, Charles Henry Pearson. A key figure in the liberalization of education in the then colony of Victoria and the first Principal of the College, he expounded on this ethos in 'The Higher Culture of Women,' his opening address to the college and its constituents. In the Australian colonies, he proposed, where even the men of the wealthy classes were largely 'uninstructed' in the knowledges befitting the sons of English gentlemen, it was particularly vital that the growth of a 'body of uninstructed, desultory, wealthy women' be avoided. The 'elevation and refinement of young countries,' church or private benefaction as were the denominational boys' schools of Melbourne. As [Joyce Senders] Pedersen argues, the hierarchical structure of church, council and principal shifted the locus of power in favour of the school and weakened the control which individual parents had wielded over the private proprietor of the ladies' academy. ' even as prolonged schooling (from primary into secondary education) was thought of as a positive social development, with increased opportunities for the State to 'regulate, supervise, moralize and even create more satisfactory populations,' anxieties also proliferated about the attendant influence of the peer group. 16 In her analysis of the way Angela Brazil's prolific girls' school stories reflected changes in the structure and curriculum of girls' education at the turn of the twentieth century, Michelle Smith cites the 1907 book by influential British Headmistress, Sara Burstall, in which she cautions against girls in school having the same kind of moral influence over one another as that enjoyed by boys. While Burstall endorsed the 'introduction of games' to the regimen followed by schoolgirls as this evidence of 'the influence of girls on one another … acting for good,' she shared the concern of 'some persons' that 'a real lowering of tone, and a loss of innate refinement' could occur 'if girls are left to influence one another too much.' She goes on:
This, however, does not happen with girls whose own standard is reasonably high.
They help, not hinder, one another; and if the tone of the school is good, a less refined girl, be she rich or poor, gentle or simple, is soon made to conform to it. The girls themselves can do far more in this way than any mistress, however watchful; they are much more likely to take the duty of maintaining the tone of the school on I utterly deny that the thoughts and conversations of the ordinary Australian girl is
[sic] such that would disgrace any respectable navvy. The book is coarse and sordid both in outlook and in expression, and is a libel on girlhood in general, and Australian girlhood in particular. 23 While this intensity of feeling can be put down to the reviewer's desire to defend Australian girls and those who teach them from charges of vulgarity, it might also be due in part to disappointment that Richardson's novel did not adhere to the now well-established formula of the girls' school story.
Henry Handel Richardson's Literary Interlocutors
The Getting of Wisdom tells the story of Laura Tweedle Rambotham, a sensitive and imaginative (though also often obtuse and wilful) twelve-year-old, who is sent from her family's home in rural Victoria to school at Melbourne's most prestigious and established girls' school. Laura meets with repeated mishaps, culminating in her near failure of her final exams for matriculation (or university entrance). In no way an orthodox, inspiring tale of triumph over adversity, the overturning and ironization of key tropes of the school story Most significantly, the novel demonstrates Richardson's awareness of the literary and institutional operations of discipline, presenting her protagonist as both attracted to and repelled by the version of femininity that her peers seek to impose.
The anonymous review charging 'libel' against 'girlhood' was published in 1911, by which time the girls' school story was a well-established cultural phenomenon. So successful were such stories in the marketplace that the most popular authors of the genre published upwards of six titles a year. 25 Perhaps unsurprisingly, given the rate at which such texts were produced, these stories tend to follow a particular formula. Describing the novels of L.T Meade, a pioneer of the genre, Beth Rodgers notes that this formula invariably entailed the integration of a new pupil whose actions precipitate a crisis in the school community, which must be resolved, in turn, by 'a moment of self-sacrifice and subsequent scene of public revelation.' In the vast majority of cases, the new girl is falsely accused of the action that ruptured the community in the first place-petty theft, cheating on some form of examination-and the recognition that she has been honourable all along is the occasion for the recommitment of all to the values of the school. Rodgers notes that in Meade's novels, the virtuous new girl is often paired with a 'wild girl' who must learn to put her wildness into the service of the school community before ultimately surrendering it 24 For an account of the extent to which the events of the novel can be correlated to events in Richardson's own school career see Ackland, Henry Handel Richardson, pp. 67-74. 25 Beth Rodgers notes that L.T. Meade produced on average six full-length books a year. Laura's description of the princess's attire quickly moves into an account of Laura's own clothing, as Mrs Rambotham calls her into the house to fit her for her school dress. It is a moment that is doubly disagreeable to Laura: caught in between childhood and womanhood, Laura rebels both against the shortness of her dress, which will betray her lack of sophistication to her schoolmates, and against her mother's admonitions of how she must now 'learn to behave in a modest and womanly way.' 36 By contrast, Laura escapes from this 'gendered maturity', imposed through clothes and her mother's advice, 38 into a space significantly defined by its proximity to animals.
We learn here of Laura's love for all beasts, particularly those that are disabled or injured, or viewed as pests by adult members of the household:
Laura had given each of the chicks a name, and she now took Napoleon and Garibaldi up in her hand and laid her cheek against their downy breasts, the younger children following her movements in respectful silence. Between the bars of the rabbit hutch she thrust enough green-stuff to last the two little occupants for days; and everywhere she went she was accompanied by a legless magpie, which, in spite of its infirmity, hopped cheerily and quickly on its stumps. Laura had rescued it and reared it; it followed her like a dog; and she was only less devoted to it than she had been to a native bear which died under her hands. (p. 14)
Laura's affinity with the non-human harks back to the 'wild' girls of Meade's fiction and reproduces the figuration of both Jo March and Katy Carr-the sentimental heroines most in need of taming-in Alcott and Coolidge's texts. Jo 'was very tall, thin, and brown, and reminded one of a colt, for she never seemed to know what to do with her long limbs, 37 Alcott, Ch. 1. 38 Pratt, p. 252. which were very much in her way', 39 whilst in Coolidge's novel, all the Carr children are described as belonging to some animal species or another; collectively, they 'roost' like chickens. Katy, like Jo, is 'the longest girl that was ever seen.' Known by all as the 'giraffe,' she resents the moniker as it reminds her of her growing body, 'all legs and elbows and angles and joints.' 40 These three girls-Laura, Jo, and Katy-are all instantiations of those who 'fail to do their gender right,' 41 and who thus bear out Kathryn Bond Stockton's theorization of queer children and what she calls 'the interval of animal.' 42 For Stockton, the family pet provides a figure of identification for such children that would halt their otherwise rapid progress towards adulthood; 43 she suggests that, in Modernist women's writing in particular, 'animal/child bondings, especially for girls attracted to girls [provide] an outlet for feelings they long to express.
[…] at turns a witness, confidante, rebel, protector, and pretend lover […] the animal allows the girl to run a gamut of emotions […] in the face of a future not careful of their pleasure.' 44 Resistant to growing up and being forced to perform set roles relating to gender and sexuality, queer children in literature grow sideways.
In the passage just quoted, Laura is shown to have the affinity with animals that may be regarded as one of the hallmarks of the queer child; but it also manages to signal to us another marker of her queerness, which is gender transgression. The chicks (revealed shortly afterwards to be female by her mention of their future eggs) are named for the male military heroes so venerated by Romantic writers from Lord Byron (in the case of Napoleon) to Victor Hugo and George Sand (in the case of Garibaldi). Gender is a fluid and redefinable concept for Laura. Indeed, she explicitly seeks out transgressive play; her last tour of the family's garden takes in 'the tall fir-tree with the rung-like branches by which she had been accustomed to climb to the very tree-top; [and] the wilderness of bamboo and cane where she had been Crusoe.' Most tellingly, she lingers wistfully over 'the old fig tree with the rounded, polished boughs, from which, seated as in a cradle, she had played Juliet to Pin's Romeo, and vice versa -but oftenest Juliet: for though Laura greatly preferred to be the ardent lover at the foot, Pin was but a poor climber' (p. 13). While Laura's going away to school is less obviously a punishment for these queer behaviours than, for example, the exile of Judy in Ethel Turner's 1894 Seven Little Australians, we are told that, for better or worse -her own mother is ambivalent as to whether boarding school is the right place for her wilful daughter-the school will, in the words of Rambotham's maid, Sarah, 'knock all the nonsense out of 'er' (p. 18).
The maternal anxiety of Laura's mother about the necessity for discipline, and her own ability to perform it, is the first of many failures of vertical authority in the novel. Foucault's formulation evinces an investment in verticality, an orientation that assumes that discipline is centralized and comes from above. His description of the boarding school, for example, insists upon the partitioning of individuals. Discipline, he writes, proceeds from the distribution of individuals in space:
It does this first of all on the principle of elementary location or partitioning. Each individual has his own place; and each place its individual. Avoid distributions in groups; break up collective dispositions; analyse confused, massive or transient pluralities. Disciplinary space tends to be divided into as many sections as there are bodies or elements to be distributed. 47 The photographs that he provides, too, offer us representations of rigidly segmented space in which there is no possibility of lateral vision. Contrastingly, Laura is forever looking sideways, thereby dislodging her from her allocated position in this regimented space.
Laura's first encounter with her roommate, the formidable Lilith Gordon, entails just such a sideways glance, and its destabilizing misconstrual. Lilith receives a dressing down from Mrs Gurley for leaving an 'undergarment' carelessly flung across her bed:
Lilith Gordon neither fell on her knees nor sank through the floor. Her lashes were lowered, in a kind of dog-like submission, and her face was very red, when Laura ventured to look at her again; but that was all. And Mrs Gurley, having swept Jovelike from the room, this bold girl actually set her fingers to her nose and muttered: "Old brimstone Beast!" As she passed Laura, too, she put out her tongue and said: "Now then, goggle-eyes, what have you got to stare at!" Laura was deeply hurt. She had gazed at Lilith out of the purest sympathy.
[…] She felt unspeakably far away, now, from the small, snug domain of home. (p.
41)
The novel's rapid move from domestic to institutional space highlights the burgeoning separation between the two domains in this period, but also signals the move away from 47 Foucault, p. 143. the sentimental domestic fictions of the mid-nineteenth century that Richardson makes. In
The Getting of Wisdom, the space of the school is other to the space of the domestic sphere, and its sentimental discipline is neither practiced by those in authority at the Ladies' College, nor, as Lilith's impertinence implies, would it necessarily be appreciated by its denizens. Whereas in Coolidge's Katy the hoydenish behaviour of schoolgirls results in their teacher's appeal to their better natures, her sorrow, disappointment and 'religious affliction' inducing tears of penitence, 48 Lilith Gordon is humiliated but utterly unrepentant.
Richardson's rendering here demonstrates clearly the link between these two positions and the defiance produced by heavy-handed discipline.
Another complex subversion of both top-down and lateral discipline occurs in a scene of public humiliation that occurs early on in Laura's tenure at the Ladies' College.
Annie Johns, a day-scholar (in itself a déclassé position), is expelled for petty theft; at Mr Strachey's insistence, the expulsion takes place in front of the entire school. Liberated from their usual lessons, the students file in to witness the extraordinary event. Once the students are massed in the hall to the point of standing room only, the principal calls the unfortunate pupil to the stage. Richardson writes, 'Hundreds of eyes sought the unhappy culprit as she rose, then were cast down, and remained glued to the floor' (p. 113). What is intended as an exercise in public humiliation is resisted by the students: they refuse to participate in the girl's punishment. Laura is the only student to gaze frankly on the scene, less, it seems, out of obedience to the Principal than because of her sense of identification 48 Laura's initial interest in Annie's punishment is quelled by a sideways glance from her neighbour, Tilly, who admonishes her sharply, 'you ARE a beast to stare like that' (p. 114). Tilly's admonition is not evidence that the students feel any kind of sympathy for the accused; on the contrary, it shows that there are punitive systems that take priority over directives issued from above. Gazing directly at a disgraced peer amounts to identification with her. Indeed, as the girls reflect on Annie's actions and the scene of her expulsion, Laura's desire to look at Annie, to see her as she suffered, is read as pity. As Laura herself reflects on her desire to absorb the scene in its entirety, the narrator suggests that what she felt was not pity but empathy: 'she had understood Annie Johns' motive better than anyone else' (p. 118). Recognizing that for her schoolmates 'the gap was not very wide between understanding and doing likewise,' Laura resiles from her own impulse to 'range herself on the side of the sinner; she longed to see eye to eye with her comrades' (p. 119, my emphasis). Collusion in this boarding school narrative is thus not a cosy affair of midnight feasts and pranks played on teachers, but a complex disciplinary apparatus geared towards the maintenance of elite and middle-class identities. And for most of the novel, it is conformity with such identities, tellingly figured in terms of the gaze-as 'seeing eye to eye'-to which Laura aspires, but at which she fails. Thus, the scene of Annie Johns' expulsion is a recurring nightmare, one in which 'stony faces, drooped lids, and stretched pointing fingers' are directed at her (p. 119).
Early scholars of girl culture, Terri Apter and Ruthellen Josselson, propose that the approving gaze lies at the heart of successful friendships between girls: 'as a girl or woman searches for what is genuine or authentic in herself, she looks in the mirror of her girlfriend's gaze. She hopes to find a confirming and comforting reflection. If she sees criticism or rejection, she can be struck with panic.' 49 Similarly, Jessica Ringrose cites a recent American school board report which alerts parents and teachers to the fact that 'adolescent girls live in a world where best friends can become enemies overnight, where one look from another girl can mean the difference between isolation and belonging. It's a world where no one tells you why you can no longer sit at the lunch table with your friends.' 50 The turn-of-the-century boarding school equivalent of ostracism from the lunch table is, of course, to be sent to Coventry. Ironically, it is the desire to conform, to be like and to be liked by her peers, that is the occasion for Laura's extended sojourn there in The Getting of Wisdom. Her early academic success in the school results in her skipping a form, such that at the age of thirteen, she enters into classes populated with girls of sixteen and seventeen. For the most part, these girls are nearing the end of their schooling, but they are not the students destined to take the public examination with a view to attending university. Their interests largely lie in the mysteries of married life that await them soon enough, along with strategies for enlarging upon their limited experiences of sex and sexuality. The time they 'had still to spend at school was as purgatory before paradise' (p. 142). In a bid to gain their acceptance, Laura concocts a series of stories about an incipient love affair with the local Episcopalian curate. Her fantastical performance is exposed soon enough and her tales revealed as romantic fictions. Despite (indeed, equally because of) Laura's plea that she was simply fulfilling the appetite of her peers for such fantasies, she is ostracized. and her circle praise Laura's literary efforts for their truthfulness, despite the fact that 'not a word of her story was fact.' The wisdom Laura gleans from her time in the Literary Society boils down to this: 'as soon as you put pen to paper, provided you kept one foot planted on probability, you might lie as hard as you liked; indeed, the more vigorously you lied, the louder would be your hearer's applause' (p. 213).
Laura Rambotham is the antithesis of the historical M. P.'s (Margaret Parker's) fictional heroine, Susie Snow. The latter falls foul of her peers due to her strict adherence to the rules of the exclusive 'Stormont House.' After refusing to post a letter to a disgraced former student on behalf of a fellow pupil, she is ostracized as a prig, this label soon snowballing into accusations of being a 'sneak' and finally a cheat, when an essay penned by her chief rival for academic success goes mysteriously astray. Susie Snow is, of course, guilty of none of the slurs cast upon her, and the decline into which she falls-exacerbated by a fall down a flight of stairs as the result of a prank-is the occasion for her stricken peers to recognize the ways in which they have wronged her. They abjectly seek her forgiveness. Laura, on the other hand, while no tell-tale, is guilty as charged on all other counts. She willingly participates in the illicit delivery of letters to boys, associates with uncouth and vulgar girls, and cheats in her final school examination by first claiming untruthfully not to have seen any of the questions on the exam paper and then by secreting a textbook in her bodice, which she proceeds to consult at an opportune moment. This episode differs from others like it in school stories in that Laura is not exposed, does not confess, and suffers no consequences. Amusingly, the only ill effect of her finding the opportunity to cheat is her loss of the religious fervour she had cultivated in the wake of the departure of the object of her intense crush, or 'pash,' Evelyn Souttar. Holding God accountable for creating the opportunity for her to cheat, Laura loses her faith in One who could snare her 'afresh into sin, and thus to prolong her dependence on Him' (p. 249).
If readers have held out for the formulaic ending of the re-establishment of the community around a reassertion of the values of the school, they will, like Richardson's anonymous reviewer, be sadly disappointed. By the novel's end, we see that this text has diverged irredeemably from the 'sentimental education' plot, and that all attempts by Laura herself, her comrades and her superiors to shape her into a figure of normative femininity have failed. Casting off her hat and gloves, she exits the building and runs into the December sunshine: 'fleet-footed as a spaniel' she races down 'the long straight path' until she comes to a sudden turn. Dashing around the bend, she 'is lost to sight,' and these are the last words of the novel (pp. 259-60). This rather explicitly queered ending to the novel-a dog-like girl veers off the straight and narrow and 'out of sight'-suggests that Laura's failures to see and be seen are, in fact, the source of her liberation from the restrictive versions of femininity, which the school sought to impose and to which her peers aspire. Neither marriage, like Evelyn Souttar, teaching, like M. P., or journalism, like the more sympatico 'Cupid,' holds any appeal for her. Laura, tellingly, wants 'to see things- University of East Anglia.
